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RESUME
The present article follows after a number of Greek inscriptions of poetic
cliaracter, in which there are allegorical images and expressions of praise to the
mosaic art, dic bath-house and its hot, wann and cold waters, and the church in
the wider sense of the word, narnely the Christianity.
These poetic inscriptions, found in Israel and Northem Sinai, werevariously
composed in tbe early Byzantine period by an Empress, a clergyman and an
anonymous poet. Their language is the Classical Greek, which at that time was
probably commanded by educated people and men of letters. This indicates the
continuity of the Classical heritage during the earlyByzantine period in the Land
of Israel and the neighbouring countries.
The allegorical images in dic inscriptions under discussion indicate on the
one liand poetic-artistic tendencies with a Neoplatonic flavour, and on the other
hand - elements of religious anti-pagan polemíc.
In this article, 1 shall examine a number of Oreek inscriptions, com-
posed in poetic form, which make use of allegorical images. The inscrip-
íions praise the art of mosaic, the bathhouse and its hot, warm and coid
waters, and the church in the wider sense of the word, i.e. Christianity.
Discovered in Israel and Northem Sinai, the inscriptions date to the
early Byzantine period (fourth to sixth centuries C.E.) and were variously
composed by an empress, a churchman, and an anonymous poet. They
are written in Classical Greek, which at that time was almost certainly the
language used by scholars, rhetors, educated people and intellectuals,
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indicating the continuing influence of the Classical heritage at Ihis period
of time, in both Eretz-Israel and the neighbouring countries.
1
‘I’hree inscriptions in a pure Classical Greek are incorporated into the
polychrome mosaic floor found at Sheikh Zou~de in Northem Sinal (now
exhibited in the Ismailiya Museum, Egypt), dated to between the mid-
fourth and mid-fifth centuries CE. mis mosaic floor together with other
coloured mosaics paved several rooms of a large building, whose func-
tion is unknown (according ir the excavator it was a fortress), but it
seems to have been a villa. The inscriptions eulogize beauty, and in par-
ticular the beauty of the mosaic art.’.
Inscription no. 1 (Figs. 1-2):
E~ ~wqRXEL;, divoporns, ~ctLpmv érrL~aivs IEXctOp(nv.
Wuxiiv tEpJTogIEVOq tE~(v1-fltaaLv otoiv aoO nktv.
flLrXov t~~pó~vtc.t Xaptnov t1 Ktnpt; OqxxvEv
Xe3rraXéfl Wwpieit, %cLpIA’ U évEOtIKato noXXt¡v.
Ifyou ¡ove me, gentieman, enter gladly into this grand hall aná then
your soW will enjoy the works of art herein. Cypris wove tl-zis splendid
peplos of the Chantes by a mosaic of deticate cube stones, into which she
hasput much charm
2
Inscription no. 2 (Fig. 3):
AaUp’ L& ni; xaP~<~t; ~aLpwv, mLX~, &; uva; nvtv
téxvrI mt; ipi~poi; htpcth, n~cqiévY~ tóv cp6óvov &K
véaoou Kctt óg.qtcxta ~cLoKcivLfl;, ‘ii; iXapfi; téxvllg
noXXáKí; EU~C4tEVO.
Friend, observe here with pleasure the charming things which art has
placed in the mosaic cubes, petrifying and repelling jealousy and the eyes
of envy. You are one who is proud of the enjoyable art~.
¡ The mosaic pavement was discoveredby J. Clédat (1915: 21-28) in 1913. See Ova-
diah 1987: 51-53; Ovadiah, Gomez de Silva and Mucznik 1991: 181-191.
2 Ovadiah 1987: 52-53; Ovadiah, Gomez de Silva and Mucznik 1991:182-183.
3 Ovadiah 1987: 52; Ovadiah, Gomez de Silva and Mucznik 1991: 187.
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Inscription no. 3 (Fig. 4):
Itól o~g Néatopcx rév cpiXóicczXov icttoruv.
You could see Nestor the builder, lover of beauty4.
The three inscriptions extol dic beauty of art or of artistic creation in
general—especially te beauty of the mosaic pavement. They invite those
entering the gates of «this grand hall» (~é>íxOpov) to enter in joy and to
delight iii the beauty of the creation before them. These messages, delivered
as they are in such noble ¡anguage and style, doubtlessly reflect te attitude
of the ownerof the premises to art, aud in general to the C¡assica¡ world and
its heritage. The poetic inscriptions have Classical features, one of which is
the metaphorical use of pagan images. The «bcauty» and «charm» mention-
cd in them are of like nature, and concord with the concept of «the beauty»
and apparently also «thc intelligible» or «dic intellectual beauty», as des-
cribed in detail by PIotinu~,te third-century C.E. Neoplatonist phi¡osophcr.
This pcrhaps indicates that we should pay special heed to te Neoplatonic
content or significance of dic seenes depicted in dic mosaic (Phaedra and
Hippolytus, Dionysus’ triumphal procession ftriumphus], satyrs and mae-
nads, Pan and the drunken Heracles)5 and in dic Grcek inscriptions incor-
porated in it. Hence, both dic scenes on te mosaic and its inscriptions
ref¡ect dic conceptual tendency of the anonymous owner of te edifice.
4 Ovadiah 1987: 51; Ovadiah, Gomez de Silva and Mucznik 1991:187. The correc-
tion and completion [Eh] ot; is according to Perdrizets interpretation (Perdrizet 1922:
94), who argues that vaot; is an error of the mosaicist, probably an Egyptian. Perdrizets
completion would appear to be Ihe more reasonable, as the worxd EhoL; in the inscrip-
tion direcis the specrators attention to the splendid work of the mosaic pavement made
or ordered by «Nestor, the builder». The «lover of beauty» in the inscription indicates the
aesthetic attitude of Nestor to the works of art and indirectly praises the beauty of the
mosaic floon It is still relevant to the visitor nowadays. It should also be noted that the
mosaic belongs to a secular building, so dic worxd vaotg (temples) is not appropriate. lii
addition, the two other inscriptions also praise the beauty of the work of art and the
mosaics decorating «this grand hall».
Certain literary sources from the early Byzantine period describe mythological sce-
nes that their authors put into writing after beingvisually impressed, e.g. Phaedra and Hip-
polytus. Appolo and Daphne, Theseus and the Minotaur, heroes and others of Ihe Trojan
War (such as Odysseus, Agamemnon, Menelaus and Priam). A literary source describing
paintings of mythological subjects in the city of Gaza, suhsequently lost, was written by
the orator Procopius of Gaza — ‘EKqpaQL~ EKóvoq; see Friedíjinder 1939. Two other
poetic literary sources of dic early Byzantine period, composed by John of Gaza and Pau-
lus Silentiarius, describe the Cosmic Tablet (‘EKqpa§tq tofl Ko~pncoí5 fltvaKo~) and
the Church of Hagia Sophia (‘EK~pagL; tot5 Naoti djg ‘Ayíaq IopLa;) and the




Plotinus writes in Iris treatise «Qn Beauty» as follows:
«Beauty is mostly in sight, but it is to be found too in
things we hear, in combination of words and also in musíc,
and in alí music [not only in songs]; for tunes and rhythms are
certainly beautiful: and for those who are advancing upwards
from sense-perception ways of life and actions and characters
and intellectual activities are beautiful, and there is the beauty
of virtue. If there is any beauty prior to this, this discussion
will reveal it.
Qn this theory nothing single and simple but only a com-
posite thing will have any beauty. It will be die whole which
is beantiful, and the parts will not have the property of beauty
by themselves, but will contribute to the beauty of the whole.
But if the whole is beautiful the parts must be beautiful too; a
beautiful whole can certainly not be composed of ugly parts;
ah the paris must have beauty.
You must become first alí godlike and alí beautiful if you
intend to see God and beauty. First the soul will come in its
ascent to intellect and there will know the Forms, ah beautifu¡,
and wil¡ affirm that this, the Ideas, are beauty; for alí things
are beautiful by this, by the products and essence of intellect.
That which is beyond this we cali the nature of the Good,
which holds beauty as a screen before it. So in a bose and
general way of speaking the Good is the primary beauty; but
if one distinguishes the intelligibles [from te Good] one will
say that the place of the Forms is the intehhigible beauty, but
the Good is That which is beyond, the spring and ori~in of
beauty; or one will place te Oood and the primal beauty on
the same level: in any case, however, beauty is in the intelli-
gible world» 6~
To Plotinus’ way of thinking, in order to win the way to true beauty,
man must first devebop «an inner sight». His «soul must be trained, first
of ah to book at beautiful ways of life: then at beautiful works, not those
which the arts produce, but dic works of men who have a name of good-
6 Plotinus, Ennead 1. 6 (trans. AH. Armstrong, Loeb Classical Library, 1, London
and Cambridge [Mass.] 1966: 232-235, 260-261).
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ness: then look at the souls of the people who produce the beautiful
works» 7. In other words, only the soul that has in itself become beautiful
has the capacity to perceive supreme beauty and good. According to Pío-
tinus «the stone which has been brought to beauty of form by art will
appear beautiful not because it is a stone — for then the other would be
just as beautiful— but as a result of Ihe form which art has put into it. So
this beauty was in the art, and it was far better there; for the beauty in te
art did not come into the stone, but that beauty stays in the art and anot-
her comes from it into the stone which is derived from it and less than it»
8• The plaudits to the beauty of art, especially to the art of mosaic found
in the Sheikh Zouéde inscriptions, link this mosaic to Neoplatonic con-
cepts and perceptions.
II
Another Greek inscription in a similar style, widiin a tabula ansata,
has been found in an ear¡y Byzantine mosaic floor in a church at Apollo-
nia (Fig. 5)9.
t &It~pootT)g tEXEeo) KW [véicrctpog 011<0]; CLPELU>V
~ctL ¡tE Maptvo; EtE1J~E O~ó[v KXUTOÑflTLV (á)[Lp]wv
[IUO]TLKÓV d~páavtov a~t vóov tiVLOXE1MOV t.
1 am a church (i.e. Christianity) better than ambrosía and
nectar,
and Marinos erected me exalting God-extolled-for-His
wisdom and ever ruling bis pure and mystic spirit.
Despite the damage to the inscription, its dactylic-hexameter verse
pattem can clearly be discemed, especially in the relatively undamaged
third line:
Plotinus, Ennead 1. 6 (trans. A.H. Armstrong, Loeb Classical Library, 1, London
and Cambridge (Mass.] 1966: 258-259).
Plotinus, Ennead V. 8 (trans. AH. Armstrong, Loeb Classical Library, V, London
and Cambridge [Mass.] 1984: 236-239).




springs of Hammat Cada. For example, te source of te hot water is des-
cribed as te «noble fumace» (icXL~cxv’ ‘c8*XÉ). In another reference, te
furnace (clibanus) is likened to, or identified wit, te ocean (dncecxvóv
JTUpóEvta véov *qlLg ébrt iccxhtb*ca) and is called Pacan, te physician
of te gods, in recognition of its well-known healing power. In die words of
te inscription, te furnace is te source of life and the possessor of famous
therapeutic powers, providing badiers with sweet streams (yXincspdw
8ot-~pa epEé*pcov). It is te fumace that engenders, or fashions, te infmi-
te flow of boiling, cold and tepid waters: &K Mo tL1crEtrn o18¡ta té
¡xup[ov, aflU8L; dUq~, bnn~~ ¡tÉv Sgtov, rrjj 8’ cd KpiiEpóv tE góov -ra.
‘¡‘he fumace (clibanus) pours its beauty into four rows of fountains or
sprmgs: tEtpá&L E; Jt18tpU KpflV&V 3t~0%8Et 880 ~a?~~Xo.
The «four tetrads» of springs mentioned in te inscription may refer
to a series of fountains installed in the bat, perhaps in the four corners
of one of its halís ~ The praise of the baths emphasizes their therapeutic
powers «Por those in pain your mighty strength is ever constant. Rut (1
will sing) of god, famous for wisdom... For the benefit of men and...»
Qb&Lvorbu. niév 1iévog ¿S~pt~ov flvE[KE; &tév,] á?~.Xd 086V
KXUTó~fl]tLV EIEL8o [VaL] st; auEpyE&t~v IIEponcov ts...) ‘~.
Beauty, too, is praised in this poetic inscription, possibly linking it to
Neoplatonic concepts and trends as expressed by Plotinus in his aboye-
mentioned treatise «Qn Beauty» 16
‘¡‘he Empress Eudocia’s poetic inscription together with other poeti-
cally-styled lapidary inscriptions, in celebration of the construction from
the period of the Emperor Anastasius (49l-5I8)’~, found at Uammat
Qader, are alí written in metrical verses, in an evidently Classical style.
They bear witness to the high reputation of the Hammat Gader baths,
their beauty, dimensions, and the therapeutic properties of their hot
waters. Archaeological finds support this reputation with evidence of the
great numbers of bathers who flocked to te site seeking cures and medi-
cal treatment. The baths would thus appear to have become the focus of
interest of the rich and powerful, who, in an effort to perpetuate their
names, commissioned various inscriptions in the magnificent structures
of the bathhouse. These inscriptions indirectly indicate the cultural
atmosphere which prevailed at Hammat Gader in Late Antiquity.
“ Green and Tsafrir 1982: 86.
‘~ ¡bid: 79-80 (lines 15-17).
16 See aboye, on. 6-8.
‘~ Di Segni and Hirschfeld 1986: 251-268.
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The allegorical images deployed in the above-mentioned inscriptions
indicate on the one hand poetic-artistic tendencies with a Neoplatonic fía-
vour; and on the other hand elements of religious anti-pagan polemic.
These inscriptions, composed by leamed people profoundly educated in
the Classical heritage, were written in the finest style and language of the
fifth and fourth centuries B.C.E. me high-flown, ‘purple prose’ of the
inscriptions, probably designed to parade the Iinguistic scholarship and
sophistication of their authors, conveys much more tan simply their aut-
hors’ erudition. It bears witness to a yearning for that earlier era, percel-
ved as one of exalted ideals and sublime creativity; an era that has inde-
ed left its imprint on two thousand, uve hundred years of Western Civi-
lization, down to and including our own times. We may see in these ms-
criptions an attempt to return to the world of yesteryear; to revive what
could no longer to be revived, in a nostalgic-and anachronistic-gesture by
the intellectuals and scholars of the early Byzantine period.
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